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Editor’s Notebook
Andrew C. Holman
his past semester I experienced something of a
professional epiphany-in-miniature, a minor
flash of insight into my work as a university
teacher. The experience was prompted by what many
of us would consider an unlikely source. I volunteered
to teach a section of the newly reinstituted Methods
course in my department (History), a course that
hadn’t been taught in some form in more than 20
years. The experience was unexpectedly… pleasant.
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Teaching our students the rules and
tools of the trade in our respective
disciplines is an important task, but this
sort of course often carries an unfortunate burden. In my days as a student,
“The Methods Class” was something to
be avoided. It bore a reputation of being
insufferably dull, an ordeal “Homeric
in its tedium,” as one of my grad
school buddies, an ancient historian,
once said. This impression may have
started with the austere and uninviting titles attached to these courses—
“Foundations,” “Principles and
Practices,” “Elements,” “Strategies”—
but was often confirmed by the way
they were taught. Even professors who
demonstrated remarkable f lourish
when they held forth on other subjects
seemed to have their fires snuffed by the
wet blanket of the Methods class. With
this heavy baggage, I approached the
course and my students. Both of them
surprised me.
I underestimated how genuinely interested my students would be in nutsand-bolts chatter about what historians
do, and how we come to know what
we know about the world. Methods
courses involve a very deliberate parsing of every step that researchers take in
generating knowledge; it’s not unlike a
baseball pitching coach explaining the
mechanics of a knuckleball to an aspiring pitcher, an act that we might expect

2

to produce impatience in athletes
who would rather “just do it.” But
that’s an imperfect analogy. My students have embraced learning the
basics of interpreting evidence, crafting
good questions, pursuing answers to
them, and presenting their findings in
professional formats.

is an important story about how this
family tree came to be and, in parti
cular, of how, since ancient days,
the trunk of Philosophy gave birth to
a now-complex array of disciplines,
each of which claims to make, test
and disseminate knowledge using its
own playbook. But this genealogy is
something we don’t explain to our
incoming students effectively or thoroughly, and it’s not something we talk
much about amongst ourselves. Why
do we continue to have disciplines? In
the modern university, our disciplines
are often taken as given and operate
day-to-day mostly as convenient units
of work and workers, ways of dividing up the administrative colossus into
functioning parts.
The real importance of our disciplines
has been obfuscated further in the
past thirty years by the appeal and
successes of interdisciplinarity, the idea
that cooperation across fields holds

The disciplines we belong
to (Philosophy, Sociology,
Biology, Physics, etc.) represent
different ways of pursuing truth
in the world, different means
of “knowing.”
I was surprised, too, by how teaching Methods leads one to ref lect more
deeply on the academic morphology of
the university—why we are structured
the way we are—and about the value of
“disciplinarity.” Academics at BSU (and
in thousands of other American schools)
are trees made up of many distinct
branches of knowledge. The disciplines
we belong to (Philosophy, Sociology,
Biology, Physics, etc.) represent different ways of pursuing truth in the world,
different means of “knowing.” There

great promise. In the 1970s and 80s,
interdisciplinary studies developed
a vocal following among scholars in
many fields who felt that traditional
categories of research had become
hide-bound and blinkered. Like all
new enthusiasms, perhaps, the goals
of the first generation of interdisciplinary advocates were ambitious. The
dream of interdisciplinarity, University
of Minnesota scholar Robert L. Scott
noted in 1979, is that “higher education
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But it’s clear that, despite the vigor of
some of the concept’s early promoters,
interdisciplinarity has not produced
a re-structuring of the categories of
scholarship at the nation’s universities. The promise of interdisciplinarity has been “illusory,” University of
Pennsylvania sociologist Jerry A. Jacobs
claims in his recent book In Defense of
Disciplines (2013). In only a few examples (such as Gender Studies) have the
interstices become their own proper
disciplines. By and large, traditional
disciplines have maintained their footing in the academy as distinct ways
of seeing. Indeed, it seems true that
interdisciplinarity has worked best
when its participants have brought
to the endeavor a strong sense of and
willingness to defend the tools and rules
of their own traditional disciplines.
“The very idea of interdisciplinarity,”
British cultural historian Joe Moran
writes in his book Interdisciplinarity
(2010), “can only be understood in a
disciplinary context” (ix).
must be reborn … [S]pecialization has
run its course. The challenge of the
future is creating new disciplines… [in
the interstices] between existing disciplines… Interdisciplinary efforts will
unify what is now valid but discrete”
(in Kockelmans, ed, Interdisciplinarity
and Higher Education, 319). And in some
measure, that noble dream has panned
out. Interdisciplinary Studies exists
as an undergraduate degree in many

American universities. It is realized in a
spate of cross-disciplinary journals and
its proponents continue to churn out
articles and monographs that celebrate
the merits of cross-fertilizing ideas and
methods across university faculties.
Done well, interdisciplinary studies has
become a healthy, alternative mode of
discovery and pedagogy, and an effective means of chipping away at barriers
that separate fellow knowledge seekers.

Indeed, it seems true that
interdisciplinarity has worked
best when its participants have
brought to the endeavor a strong
sense of and willingness to defend
the tools and rules of their own
traditional disciplines.
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The debate goes on. Whether interdisciplinarity is derivative of or successor
to disciplinarity is a question not likely
to be resolved anytime soon. Still, it
is a discussion that should concern us
because it casts light on who we are as
intellectuals, why and how we do what
we do, and where we locate ourselves
within the grand mission of the university. How do we, each of us, throw
our respective knuckleballs? Explaining
that, to ourselves, our colleagues and
our students (in, say, a Methods course),
might be the most useful exercise we
can do.

3

